Political parties are recognized as essential components of representative democracy. By organizing voters, aggregating and articulating interests, crafting policy alternatives, and providing the basis for coordinated electoral and legislative activity, well-functioning political parties are not just central to representative government, but are also increasingly identified as crucial agents of democratic development in new democracies.
the point where political party aid now represents a significant slice (around $200 million per annum) of the billion-dollar democracy promotion business.
Given this, donors would presumably expect a significant return on their investment. But according to Carothers, party aid rarely if ever has a transformative effect on the fundamental organizational and operational characteristics of recipient parties. In fact, he struggles to identify any clear examples of significant improvements in party functioning as a result of external party aid. While not pointless -party aid clearly brings recipients into the international reform debate, exposing them to emergent standards and norms about good party behaviour, as well as broader norms of inclusiveness, transparency, and equality -the overall message of this book is that party aid has so far delivered meagre returns for an increasingly large investment.
Despite this, party aid continues to flourish. Why? Here Carothers falters. While most of Confronting the Weakest Link is a judicious combination of description and analysis, the book struggles to come up with any meaningful prescription to correct the problems it so clearly identifies. This is not surprising, as the gap between analysis and prescription is also the fundamental weakness of the party aid game itself. The fact that so many parties in new democracies are weak, feckless, and unpopular is clear. But it is also clear that many of these deficiencies are the product of complex social and historical factors that are not readily amenable to external influence. What can realistically be done to influence the development of parties in fragile new democracies thus remains unclear, precisely because of the yawning gap between analysing the problem and identifying a viable solution.
None of this detracts from the value of Confronting the Weakest Link, which is a genuine must-read for those interested in political party development and especially in the burgeoning democracy-promotion field. But I fear that is unlikely to have a significant impact upon the practitioners at whom it is aimed, because of deeper problems inherent in a supply-driven activity like party assistance. For a start, no one really knows what 'success' in this field is, or how to attribute causal responsibility to external players for any developments that occur. Moreover, it is not at all clear that better means of assessing the outcome of party assistance would change this situation, given that the interests of donors, practitioners, and recipients alike are all in supporting the status quo. In the meantime, even if answers are hard to come by, Confronting the Weakest Link at least raises the right questions. It is, quite literally, a book with no competitors. Globalising Democracy is a collection of essays that brings together contributions on a much under-researched and ill-documented area of political enquiry, that is, the relationship between globalization and the development of party politics. More
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